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society. Under this veneer and extreme conventionality
were the degraded peasants, ground down by taxation,
deprived of their rights, and obliged to minister to the
pleasure of a vicious leisure class. But against this op-
pression and decadence there had gradually arisen an un-
defined spirit of protest and a tendency to hark back to
simpler conditions. There had come into the air a feeling
that the despotism and artificiality of the times were due
to the departure of civilized man from an original benefi-
cent state of nature, and that above all legislation and
institutions was a natural law in complete harmony with
the divine will. Hence it happened that Rousseau, emo-
tional, uncontrolled, and half-trained, was destined to
bring to consciousness and give voice to the revolutionary
and naturalistic ideas and tendencies of the century.
His Discourses, and The New Heloise, Social
Contract, and Emile
For some time, among other methods of securing a Finally at
living, he had been attempting literary production, when chaotic15
by a curious accident in 1750 rie leaped into fame as a
writer.   The preceding year the Academy of Dijon1
had proposed as a theme for a prize essay: Has the prog- Progress
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1A few of the larger cities of France had, in imitation of Paris, founded
* academiesJ for the discussion of scientific and philosophic questions. Of
these institutions one of the earliest and most prominent was that of Dijon.